1 The symposium was co-sponsored by Northwestern's Title vi partner, The Center for African Studies at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 2 Two additional essays that were presented at the symposium would have been included here but for their prior commitment to other publication: Amir Syed's "Poetics of texts, demonstrating the intricacies and implications of language used as well as the ways in which this literature reveals the world-views of its authors. Collectively, these articles and those in the previous issue guest-edited by Ngom and Kurfi, mark a dramatic methodological advance over the work of the first generation of scholars of Africa's Arabic-script manuscripts.
The first meeting to explore the recovery and preservation of manuscripts in West Africa was held at the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ghana 52 years ago. It was convened by Thomas Hodgkin (then director of the ias, Legon) and attended by, among others, the director of ifan ( Dakar), Vincent Monteil, Ivor Wilks, and Brad Martin. Also in attendance was a recently-appointed lecturer in Arabic at Ibadan, John Hunwick.3 Looking back today on the state of our knowledge then, it was striking for its naivety and single-minded focus on historical texts. It will be remembered that this was at the time the Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford, Hugh TreverRoper, had issued his infamous declaration about the absence of a written record in Africa.
But no one then imagined that our obsession for historical texts would yield such a rich and full tapestry of Islamic culture consisting of tens of thousands of Arabic and Arabic-script manuscripts. This was before Timbuktu was ' discovered' as the center-piece for the story of this manuscript heritage, much less marketed as the symbol of centuries of Islamic learning in the Sahel. The basic guide to the world's Arabic literature, Brockelman,4 made little reference to any writing in Africa south of the Sahara. The vast corpus of Arabic documentation on the formation of Sokoto and the emirates in Northern Nigeria was only vaguely understood. (John Hunwick's Center of Arabic Documentation at Ibadan-and in some ways his career -was to be launched on his return home from that meeting).5 The substantial contributions of the literary legacy of Shinqit (present-day Mauritania) across the Islamic world from Morocco to Delhi were unknown to non-Africans.
Fast-forward to 2016 and the Northwestern symposium that gave birth to these papers. We can now focus on the critical reading of spiritual missives in
